Women's experience of vulvovaginal symptoms associated with menopause.
This study describes women's experiences of the genitourinary syndrome of menopause (GSM) elicited through focus groups and cognitive debriefing sessions during development of a novel patient-reported outcome measure (PROM) designed for use in both clinical care and research. A draft questionnaire to identify and assess bothersome genitourinary symptoms associated with estrogen deficiency in menopausal women was developed in five discrete phases from multiple sources of information in accordance with standards for PROM development. GSM was confirmed by report of symptoms in conjunction with a confirmatory pelvic examination and laboratory assessments. Qualitative content interviews were completed in 36 menopausal women with GSM. Cognitive testing of draft PROM items was performed in nine focus groups, including 26 menopausal women with and 15 without GSM. Participants reported a range of symptoms and described associated impacts on more than 15 quality-of-life domains. The majority of women reported that their symptoms impacted their sexual functioning and had a negative effect on their overall quality of life. GSM affected many aspects of menopausal women's lives beyond sexual function, with descriptions of pain when walking, urinating, wearing tight clothes, and with other activities of daily living. Women's own words methodically recorded and analyzed during qualitative interviews and cognitive debriefing focus groups illuminate the subjective experience of women with GSM. It is hoped that the PROM currently in development will provide an effective tool for increasing our understanding of the prevalence, predictors, and impact of GSM in menopausal women's lives.